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Introduction
In today’s world of technology and instant information, 
some may argue that physical information centers (i.e., 
libraries, museums, archives) are now obsolete. The 
Plymouth State University Herbarium (PSH) is one 
such information center that was actively utilized from 
the 1960’s to 1980’s, but was forgotten after a previous 
curator retired, until it was rediscovered in the summer 
of 2016. The immediate task at hand was to assess 
the value of PSH, first in terms of its possible 
utilization for teaching botany-related courses, and 
second in terms of its representation of the flora of 
New England. We hypothesized that there would be 
close to 4000 specimens in total based on coarse 
visual analysis. We also predicted that at least 50 
percent of the New England Angiosperm flora would 
be represented in our collection.
Materials and methods
We began by organizing all specimens alphabetically 
by family, genus, species, and intraspecific taxon (if 
applicable). Next, we checked the taxonomy to verify 
and update the specimen names using The Plant List 
(2013), NatureServe Explorer (2009), Tropicos (2018) 
and the Flora of North America (1993+) as taxonomic 
references. In addition to verifying taxonomy, a subset 
of collectors were tracked, the ages of the specimens 
were recorded (by decade, Fig. 1), and the location of 
collections were noted as being from New England or 
not. The list of taxa generated was compared with the 
Atlas of the Flora of New England (Angelo and 
Boufford 2001-2011) to determine the percentage of 
the New England flora represented in PSH, and the 
State-by-State Rare Plant Summary compiled by the 
New England Wild Flower Society (2015) was also 
used to count rare taxa (Fig. 2).
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Results Conclusions
As student collections are incorporated, PSH will 
increase in size and diversity which can increase the 
notability of the herbarium as well as the plant 
sciences program at Plymouth State University. The 
existence and utilization of PSH can emphasize to 
current and future students the importance of physical 
information centers for education and research. PSH 
also serves as the most effective tool for teaching 
taxonomy to budding botany students during the winter 
months. There is still a great deal of work to be done. 
For example, 30% of the New England flora is not yet 
represented by specimens at PSH. Digitizing individual 
specimens, including both textual information on labels 
and images of entire specimens (Figs. 3–4), will make 
the PSH collection more widely available for 
educational purposes as well as opportunities for 
collaboration with other herbaria and researchers.
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Reawakening of the Plymouth State University Herbarium (PSH)
Figure 3. A representative specimen at PSH. Several 
Cannabis sativa L. (Cannabaceae, the hemp family) were 
contributed to PSH since the turn of the 20th century. Often 
these unwelcome weeds were found growing in disturbed 
habitats throughout New England.
1970-present
30% (1,684)
1870-1919
26% (1,470) 
1920-1969 
38% (2,117) 
1820-1859 
2% (87) 
Unknown year
5% (273) 
Figure 1. Age distribution of Angiosperm specimens at PSH. We found 
that PSH contains 5,631 Angiosperm specimens in total, the majority of 
which were collected in the 1960’s and the 1970’s (53%). Edward J. 
Hehre, a preeminent New England botanist and student of the famed 
Albion Hodgdon, contributed just under 30% of the specimens.
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Figure 2. Species richness of ten largest Angiosperm families at PSH. 
Percentage of entire collection shown (50% of Angiosperm collection). 
Of the 31 globally rare Angiosperm taxa found in New England, 20% (n 
= 6) are represented in PSH. Of the 186 regionally rare Angiosperms in 
New England, 68 taxa (37%) are represented by specimens in PSH.
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Figure 4. Undergraduate student at Plymouth State 
University, Matt Treanor (Business Administration major, 
Biology minor) organizing and cataloguing recent student 
collections from the previous summer’s General Botany 
course offering.
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